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1/ 
'Telling No Lies:' The Role of Bernard Magubane and Other Progressive Scholars in the 
Struggle for Change in the United States- A Paper for the "Professor Ben Magubane at 80: 
Celebrating a Life" International Conference 
Pretoria, South Africa 
August 26-28, 2010 
by 
Prexy Nesbitt 
Columbia College,Chicago 
As was recently asserted about C.L.R. James, another revolutionary activist 
scholar 1, Bernard "Ben" Magubane chose ''the life of the mind" as his vocation. But he 
chose it, he thought about it, wrote about it, and acted upon it not for his amusement or 
self-flagellation but in order to change the world2• Ben could have done otherwise. He 
qualified as an academic in a historical period when there were few black South Africa 
Ph.Ds3• Most of those who were his academic mentors in the 1950's and 1960's were, at 
best, liberal thinkers and few were openly radical practitioners, let alone members of 
banned organizations like the ANC, PAC, SACP and UNITY Movement. Ben discusses 
this himself when he describes how much it meant to him to work with ANC/SACP 
stalwarts like Jack and Ray Simons, Luthuli Detachment leadership like Chris Hani and 
Basil February, all of whom and others like them were in Lusaka when he moved to join 
the University of Zambia faculty in March, 1967: 
"Coming to Zambia was like resurfacing. My lungs had been about to 
burst,as though I had been underwater for an inordinately long time . 
. .. In 1969 Jack and Ray Simon's book, Colour and Class in South Africa 
(1968),eventually made its appearance ... For the first time, I read a history 
that applied historical materialism, an inspiring and exciting new approach. 
The meaning of nationalism and. its dialectical relationship to the class 
struggle was finally made understandable .. . Their book was not just a 
catalogue of dates and facts, it was interpretative as well. Colour and 
Class thus impressed upon me once again the importance of understanding 
history and of conceptualising South African society as a totality."4 
1 See Austin, David, Vou Don't Play with Revolution:The Montreal Lectures of C.L.R. James. AK Press, Oakland, 2009,p. 
2. 
2 As stated by Ben Magubane in his Bernard Magubane: My Ufe and Times, UKZN Press,Scottsville, 201 0,p.88, "Marxist 
analysis was not an idle academic game as the articles in Advance,New Age, Fighting Talk and Liberation suggested. As 
a practice, Marxism aimed to change society, and it was deeper and more nuanced than the caricatured portrayal mad of 
it by its enemies ... " · 
3 Throughout this paper my focus is on academics and scholars of so-called "black" racial descent, whether from 
Africa,the Americas, the Caribbean, Asia or Europe. The whole contribution of progressive scholarship from so-called 
'white' scholars and activists.some of which,e.g., the work of Dr. Martha Biondi and Don Will, is of signal value, is beyond 
the purview of this particular paper (with a few important exceptions). 
4 Magubane, Bernard, Bernard Magubane: My Life and Times; University of KwaZulu Natal Press 
Ben's choice of committed 'Left' scholarship taken by the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 
entailed the possibility of encountering serious risk and censorship. The USA's academic 
establishment devoted to African Studies was at that point largely conservative(politically 
speaking), white and male. It would transform noticeably as a result of the general social 
and protest struggles of the late 1960's, especially impacted by the 1968 African Heritage 
Studies Protest in Montreal. But such change as occurred addressed the question of the 
color of Africanists more than the more radical question of the ideological orientation of 
African Studies scholarship. It was after all the period of the Cold War and as noted 
strategist and writer Jack O'Dell has noted in a recent collection of his writings, "the Cold 
War established political tendencies that have remained deeply resistant to change ... to 
this gay (EMPHASIS MINE) ... subject only to a governing Cold War discourse of anti-
communism."5 (Bear in mind, also, that throughout this period, the ANC was listed as a 
terrorist organization by the US Attorney General's Office.) 
Ben plowed new ground and relished doing so. Partly, it was the fact that he thought, 
wrote and acted as a black South African male, a cadre of the ANC. More significantly, it 
was the fact that Ben's intellectual and political perspective was unalterably rooted in a 
rejection of imperialist tenets and the forthright assertion of an anti-capitalist, class struggle 
analysis that made Ben early in his career threatening to the Africanist establishment. 
Added to his ideological perspective was the additional views he held derived from 
his acquaintance with, and embrace of the radical Pan Africanist views of black scholars 
and activists like George Padmore, Henry Sylvester Williams, W.E.B. DuBois,Oliver Cox, 
St. Clair Drake, Harry Haywood and others. 
When Ben's Political Economy of Race and Class in South Africa was published by New 
York City-based and openly socialist Monthly Review Press in 1979, it rapidly became the 
metronome text for anti-apartheid activists and progressive students and teachers. On 
campuses and in some churches and trade union caucuses, study groups were formed 
around Ben's Political Economy and at the Program to Combat Racism of the World 
Council of Churches we purchase multiple copies of the book sending them to member 
churches and action organizations all over Africa and the world.6 
The Political Economy of Race and Class in South Africa did not merely assist the us 
activists who mobilized so fervently in the late '70's (many were,in the first instance,moved 
by the '76 Soweto massacre and the '77 killing of Steve Biko) to better understand 
apartheid racism and its relationship to bourgeoning Western corporate capital. Ben's 
Political Economy of Race and Class in South Africa, the magazines The Black Scholar 
and Freedomways, the US Guardian newspaper, the Africa Research Group's various 
pamphlets and publications and Amilcar Cabral's Unity and Struggle and Return to the 
Source tutored a generation of US activists on ways to better analyze and fight the 
oppressive and racist structures and institutions inside the USA. These works also paved 
the way for US activists to better see how local and global struggles inter-linked. 
The development of a cogent and accessible theoretical underpinning for doing anti-
apartheid and anti-racism organizing by US activists was a critical stage in enabling 
groups and mobilization initiatives to organize effectively. The Political Economy of Race 
5 O'Dell, Jack, C!imbin' Jacob's Ladder: The Black Freedom Movement Writings of Jack O'Dell, University of California 
Press, Berkeley, 201 0,p.11 . 
6 Another important text that we wholly financed the publication and distribution of was: the 3 volume African Liberation 
~. edited by Aquino de Braganca and Immanuel Wallerstein (Zed Press, London, 1982). 
and Class in South Africa and later, The Ties that Bind: African American Consciousness 
of Africa (1987), contributed significantly to organizations and groups, especially local 
ones, developing theories and strategies for their work. Jack O'Dell,cited previously in this 
text, who was Dr. Martin Luther King's key strategist and speechwriter (until he was 
"redbaited" out of his position) puts it succinctly in a 1965 article in the magazine he edited: 
"The struggle for black equality involves the question of 
gaining a just share of the economic and political decision-
making power of this country. Consequently, the central 
problem facing the Movement and its leadership in this 
new period is the development of an adequate theory of 
social change to guide the practical activities of the 
Movement. "7 
It is no revelation to note that this key step of developing a theory for organizing was an 
essential ingredient in the congealing of key civil rights organizations in the USA. Much of 
the success and durability of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) 
derived from the calculated efforts members of that organization made to develop a theory 
for their organizing work. During the mid 1960's, the great organizer, Ella Baker, constantly 
pushed SNCC members and staff to analyze and examine why they were in the 
movement.The political efforts of Malcolm X, too, until his removal, especially in his latter 
years after breaking with Elijah, were motored by profound and thorough strategic 
considerations. 
In the 1970's it was Guine Bissau's Amilcar Cabral, Mozambique's Samora Machel and 
selected African liberation movements publications and writings like Sechaba. the African 
Communist and Mozambique Revolution that influenced and shaped political activists 
and organizers in the USA from Maine to California and Mississippi to Alaska. Little 
wonder that Ben and his comrades at the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA) 
African Studies Program issued a special number of their magazine UFAHAMU devoted to 
Cabral's speeches and writings. The late Basil Davidson best captured Cabral's appeal to 
activists and scholars like Ben, myself and countless others in the USA of the 1970's when 
he highlighted Cabral's insistence that theory be grounded in reality: 
"But if one had to define a single influential aspect of Cabral's 
approach, perhaps it would be his insistence on the study of 
reality. 'Do not confuse the reality you live in with the ideas you 
have in your head,' was a favorite theme in his seminars for 
party militants. Your ideas may be good,even excellent, but 
they will be useless ideas unless they spring from and inter-
weave with the reality you live in. What is necessary is to see 
into and beyond appearances: to free yourself from the 
sticky grasp of 'received opinions,' whether academic or other-
wise. Only through a principled study of reality, of the strictly 
here and now,can a theory of revolutionary change be 
integrated with its practice to the point where the two become 
inseparable. This is what he taught. But the manifest fact that 
he practised what he taught in all that mattered most, in 
7 See O'Dell,Jack, "Dr. DuBois and the Social Evolution of the Black South," Freedomways. 5, No 1, (Winter 1965):57. As 
quoted in Climbin' Jacob's Ladder op.cit., p.30. 
,1 
whatever could be decisive, was another factor that convinced."11 
I quote Basil Davidson's synthesis of some of Cabral's main lessons at length because it is 
important. It is the last sentence that most reminds me of Ben's lasting legacy in the USA. 
"Struggle" was never an academic phrase for Ben. He was with us in the trenches, at the 
point of peoples' realities, where it most mattered. He was with us where it mattered and 
brought with him his very cogent and sensible analyses of the workings of society and 
capitalism. Our work took place -with setbacks and successes, but took place. And we in 
the USA contributed to the changes that took place in South Africa and the region.(And 
. we learned and grew politically. For instance, with hindsight we have learned that the 
abser:,ce of a constant and evolving theory of struggle ( one shared by all) may have been 
decisive in contributing to the vulnerability and ultimate demise in the 1970's of some key, 
progressive US political formations like the Black Panther Party (BPP)). 
It is important at this point to reiterate my central notion, namely that the conscious and 
long-term application of some of Ben's central thought and writing, ranging from the 
Political Economy of Race and Class in South Africa to South Africa: From Soweto to 
Uitenhage, had a determinative impact on social change organizing in the United States. 
Further, that that impact was not just felt in the realm of anti-apartheid organizing but was 
equally important to change efforts inside the USA itself. 
Historian and commentator Dr. Manning Marable has recently noted that the US anti-
apartheid movement of the 1980's marked a point that US social change organizing 
moved away from "narrowly-defined,race-based efforts" to mobilizing that was multi-racial, 
multi-class, gendered and coalitional in character. In fact, argues Dr. Marable: 
"Obama won the presidency, in part, because thousands 
of his volunteers and paid staff learned their formative 
political lessons inside social movements: fighting to elect 
Harold Washington and Jesse Jackson, opposing South 
African apartheid, protesting police brutality cases, 
defending the labor rights of poor Black workers, 
denouncing environmental racism."9 
Throughout his career and life,in general, Ben demonstrated non-racialism and 
transcendence of class bias. His praxis was consistent and clear in most of life's 
various arenas, as clear as the strong stream of progressive scholarship in which he 
moved and where he identified, a stream that would include well-known personalities like 
Dubois, Robeson, Cox, Hinton, James and Rodney in the earlier period and Jack O'Dell, 
renown trade unionist Cleveland Robinson, SNCC organizer Ella Baker, and widely 
respected names like Angela Davis, Cedric Robinson, Barbara Ransby, Cathy Cohen, 
Horace Campbell, Adolph Reed, Cornel West, Sylvia Hill, Leath Mullings, Lisa Brock, Bill 
Fletcher, John Higginson, Manning Marable and a host of other progressive scholars of 
color in more recent history, all of whom share the characteristic of being consistently 
outspoken and courageous in their public political stances. To this· list, incidentally, we 
8 Cabral, Amilcar, Unity and Struggle·Selected Speeches and Writings. UNISA Press, Pretoria, 2008, 2nd edition, 
introduction by Basil Davidson, pp 14-15. 
9 See Marable, Manning, "Barrack Obama and the Contours of African Americ Social Protest Movements," Political 
Affairs/article view/8658/July 2009. Almost all the major union organizations yet operating in the USA have organizers 
and staff who "cut their eye teeth" organizing in the USA's anti-apartheid struggle. 
might add certain personalities from the entertainment and sports communities, people like 
Danny Glover, Harry Belafonte and Alfre Woodard, who, share a record of principled, 
consistent and public political stances. 
Contrary to the charges from some of his detractors, some proclaimed,most whispered, 
Ben worked with and contributed to a political kaleidoscope of people from inside and 
outside of the academy. He modeled committed informed scholarship and inter-disciplinary 
analysis. He enriched the thinking and work of and was,in turn, enriched by the thought, 
speeches and writing of progressive and internationalist luminaries like Edward 
Said(Palestine),Nubar Hovsepian (The Middle East),Eqbal Ahmad (Pakistan and Algeria), 
Archi~ Singham (The Caribbean), and Ibrahim (Palestine) and Janet Abu-Lughod(USA). 
Only occasionally "not 'objective' " and mildly sectarian, Ben interfaced with and influenced 
a broad spectrum of political operatives, ranging from narrow black nationalists like Ron 
Karenga to people projecting a more internationalist perspective like Black Panther 
personnel, US Communist persons, anarchists and Trotskyists. From Karenga to Huey 
Newton, Bobby Seale and Angela Davis, Ben worked with them all. 
Ben has always been very different from today's "public intellectuals" in the United 
States.10 
He was equally at home discussing the "Eighteenth Brumaire" with a group of Chicago 
garbage truck drivers on lunch break, as he was with members of a Harvard or Yale 
seminar on ''Marxism and Liberalism Amongst 19th Century Irish Housewives." I watched 
him once mesmerize a group of Chicago judges and lawyers explaining how under 
apartheid Johannesburg's Westcliff Hotel - with the luxurious rooms in which they had just 
slept - was the product of the brutal and systematic exploitation of cheap black labor. 
Ben worked with people from various ethnic and racial backgrounds. His praxis of 
multiracial collaboration helped many other black activists become comfortable working 
with whites. Ben also served as a mentor to many key white activist scholars and 
organizations like Kevin Danaher whose work detailing US corporate support to apartheid 
was critical to Elizabeth Schmidt who did seminal work exposing the sham role of the 
Sullivan Principles. He worked with the UFAHAMU collective at UCLA, the Africa 
Research Group (ARG), the Connecticut Anti-Apartheid Coalition, The Coalition for Illinois 
Divestment from South Africa (CIDSA), the American Committee on Africa (ACOA), the 
Southern Africa Magazine Collective, and more recently, the Association of Concerned 
African Scholars (ACAS), were all predominantly white formations which benefited from 
Ben's academic and political wisdom and insights and his personal largesse. 
ANC comrades like chief representative Mfanafuthi "Johnny" Makatini, Fred Dube, Thandi 
Gbasche, Mazizi Kunene, Madoda Hlatshwayo, Stephanie Urdang, Clifford Genge, Molefe 
Tsele, Thami Mhlambiso and others were often the speakers at US anti-apartheid events. 
Often South Africans were amongst the founders and leading members of the hundreds of 
anti-apartheid groups throughout the USA. But Ben was always "on the ground" with us; 
working with us on issues immediately present in the USA. He was a founding member of 
10 A brief comment on "public intellectuals:" unlike many US public intellectuals who respond to invitations based on 
receiving an enormous honorarium (ranges= $10,000-50,000) for a couple hours talk, Ben was always willing to speak 
without charge to groups large and small.often driving himself to the event and spending personal funds. Cornel West in 
an article for the Nation magazine several years back once said that too many African American leaders and 
spokespersons" had their eyes on the prizes and not on the people." Our public intellectuals seem more grounded in 
the sums they earn at speaking engagements rather than in finding solutions for people's problems and issues! 
r •I 
the Board of Directors of the Boston-based organization Fund for a Free South Africa 
(FREESA). He helped us decipher, manage and overcome pitfalls and booby traps like: 
Nana Mahomo of the PAC, his sidekick Irving Brown, and their AFL-CIA-funded film "Last 
Grave at Dimbaza"11 ; like Richard Gibson and his viciously anti-communist book, African 
Liberation Movements; and like the chauvinist and deceptive color-based appeals of 
Gatsha Buthelezi and his lnkatha cronies as they tried to subvert the ANC, by wooing 
away gullible black American audiences. 
Ben brought another dimension to all he did with us. Despite his brilliance and seemingly 
endless knowledge, he was, after getting to know him, a warm and affable person with a 
great.sense of humor and great stories. Professor Betsy Schmidt tells a wonderful story 
of sitting behind Ben at a Howard University viewing of the 1979 film, "Generations of 
Resistance." She wrote to me: "There was a very poignant scene of women during the 
1959 Cato Manor beer hall boycott chasing men from the beer halls and beating them with 
sticks and pestles. I heard a gasp behind me and then Ben exclaiming, 'There's my 
auntie!' I have NEVER forgotten that! I tell that story whenever I show the film in class. 
It makes the scene very real to my students!" 
What to say by way of summing up? 
Despite not being recognized for it, Ben's work in the USA has not merely been the signal 
contributions he has made to anti-apartheid scholarship. Ben's work in the USA also has 
been about connectivity. He has helped bring together the mobilization against apartheid 
and the struggle against racism and exploitation. Even his defeats resonate with his 
values and commitments. The narrative he shares in his recent work, My Life and Times, 
(2010), about being turned down in his 1992-93 quest to get a Fulbright to teach at the 
University of Durban-Westville (UDW), as he and his family returned to South Africa, is a 
tale that binds him to African American and Latinos, Asians and white progressives in the 
United States struggling to change old patterns, and end familiar racial gender and class 
hierarchies yet omnipresent in the academy and society at large 12. It has been his 
willingness to take up the gauntlet not only for South Africans but on behalf of all who are 
oppressed that has given him the following that he has in the USA, the Caribbean and 
beyond. Bernard Makhosezwe Magubane has been and remains a threat to most of 
those in power in the USA. Like others, he has supporters and detractors, friends and 
enemies. He does not ''walk on water." He is, above all, a "tell no lies" activist-scholar. 
From The Ties that Bind to the Sadet Road to Democracy volumes, his thought, writing 
and political activism have served to connect people, issues and struggles in a way that 
artists bring their ideas out on a canvas ,musicians on a trumpet or performers on a stage. 
We have all been made better for his presence, his contributions. 
11 By the mid 1980's as Professor Roger Southall points out in his seminal work on the role of the AFL-CIO in South 
Africa: "the shared objective of the US Reagan administration and the AFL-CIO was to cultivate the democratic union 
mainstream as a pliable, popular and pro-capitalist alternative to the liberation movement in South Africa." As of 1982, 
the head of the AFL-CIO's operations in South Africa was Nana Mahorno. See Southall,Roger, Imperialism or Solidarity? 
International Labour and South African Trade Unions, UCT Press, Cape Town, 1995: 184-213. 
12 Both the Fulbright quest experience and the battles he and others fought to see genuine affirmative action in the 
teaching appointments at the University of Connecticut, Storrs are part of a reality in the USA where today there are 
more black men in prison cells than in university dormitories. Dr. Manning Marable notes that in a pattern characteristic 
of communities throughout the USA: "Between 1989 and 1998 'there were more blacks entering the prison system for 
drug offenses each year than there were graduating from the State University of New York (SUNY) with undergraduate, 
masters and doctoral degrees combined.' " If one combines the numbers of Blacks, Latinos, Native Americans and poor 
whites combined, it would be probably four times as many entering prisons than entering colleges and universities. See 
Marable, Manning, "Racializing Justice, Disenfranchising Lives," in Marable, Manning .Beyond Black and 
Whjte;Transformjng African American Politics, Verso, London, 2009:270-287. 
